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1. Executive Summary 
 
This report shall focus on the creation of sustainable competitive advantage (“SCA”) in 
Citigroup based on the Resource Based View (“RBV”) approach. The main motivation 
behind this research is to understand what constitutes to Citigroup’s SCA from its humble 
beginnings as a small local bank to the world largest bank today. Through this research, I 
hope to unravel some of these possible sources of SCA in Citigroup. 
 
Literature based on the RBV concept was used to propose a framework from which we 
analyze Citigroup. The framework identified that for a resource to be considered strategic, 
it will need to satisfy five criteria namely: Valuable, Rare, Inimitable, Organized and 
Durable. Based on this review, research questions were derived and the research method 
determined. 
 
A focus group approach is used to collect data on stakeholders’ perceptions of possible 
sources of SCA. Observations of the work environment in formal and informal settings 
were used to supplement data collection. Lastly, public information such as annual reports 
and research papers were also used to identify key resources. 
 
The research findings reveal that there are primarily four key resources which can be 
considered as strategic using the proposed RBV framework. These four resources which 
withstood the criteria set forth by the framework on the “strategic-ness” are Technology, 
Globalization, People and Culture. Further extension to the RBV approach explained how 
managers can manage the portfolio of resources to create value for the customers as well 
as the shareholders. In addition, we discussed how the RBV approach had evolved into a 
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new paradigm of dynamic capabilities. Some of the practical limitations of the RBV were 
also discussed.   
 
Lastly, we conclude that these strategic resources identified contributed to the SCA of 
Citigroup. It is through the active combination of resources between the strategic and non 
strategic factors that enabled Citigroup to maintain a sustained competitive advantage 
over its competitors. 
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2. Literature Review 
 
2.1. Introduction 
 
Because of its importance to the long-term success of firms, a body of literature has 
emerged which addresses the content of sustainable competitive advantage (hereafter 
“SCA”) as well as its sources and different types of strategies that may be used to achieve 
it (Hoffman, 2000). The key strategy issue here has conventionally been seen as the 
creation and sustainability of firm-level competitive advantage. A large theoretical and a 
growing empirical literature exist on the subject. The perhaps dominant contemporary 
approach to the analysis of SCA is the resource-based view (henceforth, “the RBV”), 
initiated in strategy content research in the mid-1980s by Wernerfelt (1984), Rumelt 
(1984) and Barney (1986), and continued by these and other writers (e.g., Amit and 
Schoemaker (1993); Barney (1991); Conner (1991); Dierickx and Cool (1989); Grant 
(1991); Peteraf (1993); Reed and DeFilippi (1990); Wernerfelt (1995); Wernerfelt and 
Montgomery (1986); Williams (1992)). 
 
To understand the RBV framework which will be adopted in conducting a case study of 
Citigroup’s strategy, this paper embarks on a series of discussion on the various key 
concepts and a review of the relevant literatures to these concepts. We will look at what 
constitutes as a firm resource and how a firm resource can become a strategic resource 
which will provide a sustainable competitive advantage for the firm. Thereafter, we will 
propose a RBV framework based on the concepts for our research purpose.   
 
8 
   
2.2. Firm Resources 
 
 “Firm resources” defined, in layman terms, will be something in the like of “the total 
means available to a company for increasing production or profit”. While this is a very 
simplistic definition of the term resources, it did to some extent capture the essence of 
how the term “firm resources” would be employed in this paper. 
 
Hill and Jones (1992) defined “firm resources” as all the financial, physical, human and 
organizational resources of a firm both tangible and intangible. Financial resources would 
include all money resources of the firm. Physical resources will include all the different 
money resources of the firm as well as physical technologies, plants, equipment, 
locations, access to raw materials et al. (Williamson, 1975) which are mainly tangible in 
nature. Becker (1964) described human capital of a firm as the training, experience, 
judgments, intelligence, relationship and insight of individuals working in the firm. While 
organizational resources include the firm’s formal reporting structure, its formal and  
informal planning, controlling, and coordinating systems, its culture and reputation, as 
well as informal relations among groups within the firm and between the firm and its 
environment (Tomer, 1987). This would have included almost anything that is either 
under the firm’s control and ownership or particular to the firm.  
 
While the term resources have been widely used by strategy scholars to describe firm 
attributes (be it tangible or intangible), there are also other conceptualizations of firm 
attributes such as capabilities, competencies, assets etc. Grant (1991) differentiated firm 
resources from capabilities and conceptualize firm resources as inputs for production 
processes (both tangible and intangible), while capabilities as what a firm can do as a 
9 
   
result of teams of resources working together. Prahalad and Hamel (1990) instead 
differentiated physical resources from the intangible collective knowledge and skill of the 
whole organization and called it competencies. However, Prahalad and Hamel used the 
concept of competencies mainly to address the issue of corporate diversification 
strategies. In an earlier work to also address firm’s attributes in terms of diversification 
strategies, Prahalad and Bettis (1986) coined the term “dominant logic” to describe the 
management skills residing in the top management of firms. On the other hand, work 
done by Stalk, Evans and Shulman (1992) used the term capabilities to describe those 
firm attributes that will enable firm to coordinate and exploit its other (both physical and 
intangible) resources. Capabilities as conceptualized here seemed to be synonymous with 
competencies as proposed by Prahalad and Hamel (1990). Nelson and Winter (1982) also 
used the term organization capabilities to describe the collective organization skills, 
knowledge and routine. Thus, it is eminent that firm attributes / characteristics can carry a 
few distinctive but yet complementary conceptualizations. In summary, scholars, who are 
interested in studying firm attributes, have conceptualized it to be resources, capabilities, 
competencies, dominant logic, skill, knowledge, routine et al.  
 
Though different terms are used to describe firm attributes, the differentiation among 
them is subtle at best in practice (Barney, 1996). These different terms may each depict 
an important and different aspect of the firm, but all of them will be useful if a complete 
analysis of firm attributes is required. Therefore, in order not to sacrifice the coverage of 
firm attributes analysis, all these terms and conceptualizations will be considered in the 
conceptualization of firm resources. In general, firm attributes can be broken into three 
significant main categories, namely physical resources, intangible resources and 
capabilities. Physical resources simply refer to all of the firm’s tangible attributes, 
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intangible resources will include knowledge and skills (individual or collective), and 
culture, routines and networks, while capabilities is used to embody the concepts of 
competencies and dominant logic. The problem with this categorization of firm attributes 
is that they are not exactly mutually exclusive, especially for intangible resources and 
capabilities. For example, management skills of the firm can either be seen as a skill (an 
intangible resources) or dominant logic (Prahalad and Bettis, 1986). However, as the 
purpose of this paper is to unveil the association between the treatment of firm attributes 
and firm performance, the key issue should be on which aspect / attributes of the firm 
actually give it the competitive advantage to achieve above-normal performance. Hence 
categorization of firm resources into the three categories as mentioned above will not be 
adopted as it is rather irrelevant to the purpose of this study. More if firm resources were 
to be categorized into the respective categories before they could be analyzed, there 
would raise the need to justify their respective classification. This would thus not be 
prudent as the value added would be very insignificant compared to the extra work that is 
required. 
 
Therefore, “firm resources” in this study would be conceptualized as all the tangible and 
intangible assets/attributes, and organizational capabilities, competencies, processes 
routines), collective knowledge and skills that a firm possesses. This wholesome 
approach in conceptualizing “firm resources” is appropriate here as it will include all 
possible aspects of the firm that may be the source of competitive advantage. Works that 
had did similar conceptualization include Daft’s (1983), Collis and Montgomery’s (1995, 
1998), Wernerfelt (1984) and Barney (1991). 
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Upon establishing the concept of firm resources to include both tangible and intangible 
assets/attributes of firms, and organizational capabilities, competencies, knowledge, skills 
and routine, the next task is to conceptualize the “strategic-ness” of firm resources. Firm 
resources, as conceptualized , will include almost everything that the firm possesses 
and/or that is particular to the firm, but not all of them are critical in terms of their 
strategic relevance. Though all parts that made up the firm are contributing to its 
performance, they do so in varying degrees. The different degrees of contributions of 
these firm resources to its performance will translate into their respective strategic values 
with respect to the form. Consequently, it is needful to have a systematic way of assessing 
the strategic value or “strategic-ness” of firm resources.  
 
 
2.3. Strategic Firm Resources 
 
As noted in the previous section that not all firm resources are critical to performance, it 
is necessary to have a systematic way of evaluating resources in terms of their strategic 
value to the firm, so that only those that are “strategic” can be singled out for analyses. 
“Strategic firm resources” would thus simply refer to those resources that are valuable, 
unique and relevant to the firm’s strategic context (i.e. they are critical to the firm’s 
performance). However, a more detailed conceptualization of “strategic firm resources” 
will be discussed subsequently. Further to this, the various views of many renowned 
strategy scholars on the concept of firm resource “strategic-ness” would also be reviewed. 
 
One of the most influential tools in the strategic analysis of firms’ resources is the VRIO 
framework engendered by Barney (1991, 1996). According to the VRIO framework, in 
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order for any firm resources to be a source of competitive advantage, it has to be valuable, 
rare and inimitable, and the firm must be organized to exploit it (Barney, 1996). A 
resource is valuable if it can enable a firm to exploit its environmental opportunities and 
neutralize threats, and thus the question of value for any firm resource is contextual to the 
environment. Even if a resource is valuable, it will not be considered strategic if there are 
already numerous competing firms owning that resource, hence the question of rareness is 
the subsequent criteria in determining if the resource is strategic. Although a valuable and 
rare resource can give a firm a certain level of competitive advantage, this cannot be 
sustained unless firms that do not possess it face a cost disadvantage in obtaining it 
compared to firms that already own it. This is what Lippman and Rumelt (1982) and 
Barney (1086a; 1986b) described as an imperfectly imitable resource. Barney (1991) 
listed out 3 possible reasons for firm resources to be imperfectly imitable (1) the ability of 
a firm to obtain a resource is dependent upon unique historical conditions, (2) the link 
between the resources possessed by a firm and a firm’s sustained competitive advantage 
is casually ambiguous, and (3) the resource generating a firm’s advantage is socially 
complex (Diericks and Cool, 1989). The last criteria to judge if a resource is strategic 
accordingly to Barney is that for a firm to fully utilize its valuable, rare and inimitable 
resources, it must first be organized to exploit it. The organization of a firm will include 
such components as its organizational structure, its explicit management control systems, 
and its compensation policies etc. (Barney, 1996) These components, which are usually 
not strategic in nature (i.e. they are unable to generate competitive advantage for the firm 
in isolation), are synonymous to what Amit and Schoemaker (1993) called 
complementary assets. Barney’s VRIO framework is developed with the objective of 
aiding academics and practitioners alike to isolate strategic firm resources from the whole 
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form resource base. The concept of strategic firm resources in this study will be based 
mainly on the VRIO framework.  
 
Other than Barney’s VRIO framework, a few other researchers had also developed other 
similar yet distinctive tools to help us understand and identify strategic firm resources. 
Collis and Montgomery (1995, 1998) proposed that for a resource to be competitively 
valuable, it has to be inimitable, durable, appropriable, non-substitutable and 
competitively superior. The ideas of inimitability and substitutability are similar to 
VRIO’s inimitability criterion. Durability refers to how fast the resource would depreciate 
its value, appropriability refers to who actually capture the value generated by the 
resource (i.e. whether it is the firm or individuals), and competitive superiority means that 
the resource is really superior when compared to competitors’. The idea of durability that 
Collis and Montgomery proposed brings in the time dimension to the strategic-ness of 
firm resources. This is important as it raises the question of how long can a strategic firm 
remain strategic. As strategic value of resources is contextual based (Barney, 1991), 
changes in the competitive context (whether is it the environment or the strategic 
maneuvers) will affect strategic value of firm resources. Therefore, to effectively study 
the strategic value of resources, it is inevitable that this time dimension has to be factored 
in. 
 
Robert M. Grant (1991) also advocated that a strategic resource has to be sustainable and 
appropriate. Appropriability means that the firm can rightfully ascertain the rents 
generated from the exploitation of its strategic resources, while sustainability constitutes 
four determinants, namely, durability, transparency, transferability and replicability. 
Durability is simply the longevity of firm’s strategic resource and transparency refers to 
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how much information can a competitor obtain regarding on how the firm achieve a 
specific competitive advantage. Of course, the more information a competitor can obtain, 
the less sustainable the competitive advantage will be. Transferability simply means how 
easy it is for a resource to be transferred from one owner to another, and in the context of 
RBV and strategy, the more difficult it is to transfer a strategic resource, the more 
sustainable the competitive advantage. Replicability refers to how easily can a strategic 
resource can be imitable via replication. 
 
Amit and Schoemaker (1993) had also developed a list of determinants of what a strategic 
asset should be and the conceptualization of what they called form assets is synonymous 
to firm resource described in this paper. Their list covers most of the criteria Barney 
(1991), Collis and Montgomery (1995), and Grant (1991) had discussed, such as, 
inimitability, durability, appropriability, limited substitutability, complementary, scarcity, 
low tradability etc. Though some of the concepts used were new in terms of the 
terminology, the general idea behind them is very similar to what already had been 
covered by the researchers discussed previously. 
 
Peteraf, Margaret A. (1993) created a common ground from which further work can 
proceed. The practical relevance of this model is that it helps firms to determine the 
extent of diversification and the scope of the organization. This model tries to provide 
basic principles on which corporate level strategies can be developed. The four 
cornerstones, on which sustainable competitive advantage is based, are the following:  
 
Heterogeneity: This means that the resources of different firms differ from each other. 
Firms with superior resources gain more rents. The key that the Ricardian rents theory 
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provides is that superior resources remain limited in supply. This way competitive 
advantage can be sustained (only owner of these resources); because when all firms 
would have the same resources, no firm could gain an advantage over another. 
  
Ex post limits to competition: It’s important that heterogeneity on the long term will be 
sustained. To do this firms have to make sure that their resources cannot easily be 
imitated or substituted by competitors so rents can’t be easily competed away.  
 
Imperfect mobility: Resources are imperfectly mobile when they can’t be traded. This can 
be created through the use of co-specialization, switching, transaction and opportunity 
costs. Imperfect mobility ensures that valuable resources remain in the company.  
 
Ex ante limits to competition: This means that expected costs to gain a certain position are 
compared to the expected revenues. This must be a favorable result to sustain rents.  
 
It is quite significant that the above-discussed works on strategic resources overlaps with 
one another to varying degrees and this paper aim to adopt the key ideas of these works as 
effectively as possible in the discussion of case study.  
 
 
2.4. Proposed Framework 
 
It is eminent from the works done on determining what constitute a strategic resource as 
reviewed that the concept of ”strategic resources” is already well-established and 
comprehensive. This study will adopt an integrative approach in the conceptualization of 
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“strategic resources”. As Barney’s VRIO framework is known to be more widely 
accepted and influential, the definition of a strategic resource will be constructed mainly 
based on it. This tool to help in identifying strategic resources will not only include 
Barney’s ideas but also extends to incorporate the other ideas of the other scholars who 
are experts in the RBV arena. The following is the suggested, integrated list of 
characteristics of what a strategic firm resource should be: 
 
Valuable – A resource is valuable if it can enable a firm to exploit its environmental 
opportunities and neutralize threats (Barney, 1991). As such, it will generate value to be 
appropriated, and it would only be considered valuable to the firm if the value can be 
appropriated by the firm itself to benefit itself in the long-run (Grant, 1991; Collis and 
Montgomery, 1995). It is suggested here that other than the resource being able to exploit 
opportunities and neutralize threats to generate value the value generated must also be 
appropriable to the firm itself, then will be said to be valuable to the firm. The ability of 
rent generation will also be included here, as a resource will not be strategic if it is not 
critical to rent generation. 
 
Rare – If there are only relatively very few existing firms that have control over this 
resource, then it will be considered rare (Barney, 1991). The threshold of the number of 
firms will be an arbitrary number and it will depend on the context concerned. This will 
also include the idea of resource uniqueness. It is only when a resource is rare and/or 
unique that it can enable the firm to achieve competitive advantage. 
 
Inimitable – A strategic resource has to be one in which the cost of obtaining it by firms 
which do not currently own it will face a huge cost disadvantage in trying to do so 
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(Barney, 1991). This would also include the idea of non-substitutability as proposed by 
Grant (1991) that includes the ideas of transparency, transferability and replicability 
(which is similar to inimitability). Even if firms tried to imitate these strategic resources, 
they might need to “compress” the time taken to build these resources most of the time so 
as to be economical to them. This is the concept of “time compression diseconomies” as 
proposed by Dierickx and Cool (1989) and it overlaps into the idea of inimitability as 
well. The degree of inimitability of a strategic resource will determine the sustainability 
of the competitive advantage reaped by it. 
 
Organization – The firm who possesses these strategic resources must be able to organize 
itself to exploit it to its advantage. That is it would have to be able to use these strategic 
resources together with its basis resources or other strategic resources to conceive and 
implement strategies effectively and efficiently. 
 
Durable – Resources that are strategic will need to have longevity, otherwise it will not 
allow the firm owning it to exploit the market with it in the long term. This durability as 
proposed by Grant (1991) and Collis & Montgomery (1995; 1998) will be another 
criterion in determining if a resource is strategic. 
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2.5. Research Questions  
 
Extensive literature suggests that if a firm is able to earn rents over a period of time, it is 
acquiring some form of sustained competitive advantage over its competitors. When the 
link between a firm’s resources and its sustained competitive advantage are poorly 
understood, it is difficult for firms that are attempting to duplicate a successful firm’s 
strategies through imitation of its resources to know which resources it should imitate. At 
first, it may seem unlikely that a firm with a sustained competitive advantage will not 
fully understand the source of that advantage. However, given the very complex 
relationship between firm resources and competitive advantage, such an incomplete 
understanding is not implausible (Barney, 1991). The resources, controlled by a firm are 
very complex and interdependent. Often they are implicit, taken for granted by managers, 
rather than being subject to explicit analysis (Nelson & Winter, 1982; Polanyi, 1962; 
Winter, 1988). Through the use of a focus group, I hope to unravel some of these 
complexities. This will form the basis of my focus group analysis and I will use the 
results as inputs to assist the identification of possible strategic firm resources under 
framework analysis of the company’s SCA. Thereafter, I will critically review what are 
the strategic firm resources that contribute to Citigroup’s transformation from its humble 
beginnings to the global conglomerate it is today by using the suggested framework in the 
literature review.  
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3.  Research Methodology 
 
Having established my research intent from the literature review in the previous section, I 
will focus on establishing my chosen research approach and the details of the data 
collection process in this section. 
 
 
3.1. Research Approach – Qualitative Analysis 
 
The reason for a qualitative approach to this research is to provide an in-depth and 
interpreted understanding of the surroundings by learning about people’s social and 
material circumstances, their experiences, perspectives and histories. It is exploratory, 
interactive and interpretive in nature and is suitable in exploring issues of some 
complexity and studying processes that occur over time (Ritchie and Lewis, 2004). 
Qualitative research may be contextual which describes an existing phenomenon; 
explanatory, examining the reason for what exists; evaluating, appraising the 
effectiveness of what exists; and generative, aiding the development of theories, strategies 
or actions. The issues which will be discussed in this paper can be sometimes complex 
and even ambiguous in nature and as such qualitative research method is most suited for 
our purpose.  
 
In the first part of the qualitative research, we have selected stakeholders from various 
levels and functions of the organization to form a focus group. The composition of the 
focus group will be varied with different bio-data makeup, career background and years 
of working experience. As the members are representatives from different functions 
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within the organization, the feedback will provide varied expectations of what is a 
strategy firm resource. Using a diversified group representing different facets of the 
organization, we hope to unravel what the stakeholders think constitutes to a strategic 
resource using the proposed framework and how it can possibly lead to sustainable 
competitive advantage for the firm. This is an evaluative research which will seek to 
identify sources of sustained competitive advantage through methods like interviews or 
focus groups discussion. 
 
Qualitative data collection can exist in two forms: naturally occurring data and generated 
data. Some approaches of collecting data in naturally occurring settings are the use of 
participant observation, observation and documentary ana lysis. By participating in the 
discussion, the researcher is able to immerse himself or herself into the study population 
and gain additional insights through shared experience and interaction. Observation 
involves recording and analyzing behavior and interactions from an external perspective 
without being a member of the study population and documentary analysis simply 
involves qualitative review and analysis of available documents.  
 
 
3.2. Data Collection Method  
 
Qualitative data collection using generated data involves the use of in-depth interviews. 
For such an approach, we can able to understand personal contexts, motivations and 
decisions. This is most useful in exploring issues in depth and detail, especially complex 
topics. The other approach for data collection involves the use of focus groups. There are 
many benefits when using focus groups as they draw on team contribution and allow a 
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wide range of issues to be discussed. They are most useful in seeking out creative 
thinking and solutions. Care should be taken to ensure that there are no communication 
difficulties within the group and individuals do not feel uncomfortable to share their 
thoughts with the group at large for a focus group discussion to be effective. 
 
The data collection methods used to answer the research questions include the use of 
naturally occurring data and generated data. We will use key strategic management 
milestones in the history of the company and current management strategies as our 
naturally occurring data. The generated data will be gathered from the focus group 
discussions. We embarked on participant observation and observation to study what are 
the possible strategic firm resources that contribute to the sustained competitive 
advantage of the company,. The period of observation based on the individual’s working 
experience in Citigroup. A small focus group comprising of employees from the various 
facets of the company was asked to talk about their views on how the firm is able to 
compete in the market and what are the possible firm resources of sustained competitive 
advantage. A focus group discussion was found to be more relevant in exploring the more 
complex and sometimes ambiguous relationship between the various types of resources. It 
allows collective challenging of views and triggers rich, in-depth discussion with multiple 
dimensions. The bio-data of members selected to form this focus group are attached in 
Appendix A. Care has been taken to create diversity in terms of working experience and 
the functions of which they operates in. 
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4. Company Background 
 
4.1. Company Overview 
 
Citicorp was established in 1812 as the National City Bank of New York. It is the largest 
American bank, with assets exceeding $1,882.6 billion and a shareholder equity of $119.8 
millions. In 2007, it continues to maintain its rank as the largest bank in the world with a 
market value of $243.291 billions. In 2006, Citigroup received Moody’s upgrade of 
Citibank, N.A. to Aaa, a rating that few financial institutions can claim. And in early 
2007, received upgrades from Standard & Poor’s - raising its credit rating on Citigroup 
Inc. to AA/A-1+ and also raising the ratings on Citibank, N.A. to AA+ (2007 financial 
report). While it is headquartered in New York in the US, its reach is global, accounting 
for 200 million customer accounts worldwide; in 2006, 44 percent of its revenue came 
from non-US countries. It operates in more than 100 countries with 325,000 employees. 
 
The bank has the reputation of being a fast-growing, competitive and customer-oriented 
organization. For years, it has won accolades for being among the most professional 
banks in terms of services and solutions offered. During the last decade, it has 
consistently featured among the top ten banks for its profits, ability to arrange loans and 
note facilities, developing new financial solutions, pricing sophisticated transactions and 
so on. 
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4.2. Company Structure  
 
Citigroup is organized into three major business groups - Global Consumer, Corporate 
and Investment Banking, and Global Wealth Management - in addition to one stand-alone 
business, Citigroup Alternative Investments.  
 
The Citigroup Global Consumer (GCB) businesses comprise the financial service sector's 
most diverse consumer product offerings, including banking services, credit cards, loans 
and insurance. It has a strong worldwide presence in more than 100 countries worldwide 
and the Cards operation offers an array of cards products to nearly 120 million accounts 
globally.  
 
The Corporate and Investment Banking (CIB) business provides comprehensive, tailored 
and unique solutions to top corporations, financial institutions and governments 
worldwide, offering strategic and financial advisory services. It also provides global 
capabilities through the dominant equity and debt sales and trading platforms, industry-
leading research, top-tier institutional distribution capabilities, and access to the second-
largest retail brokerage network in the U.S. CIB is a global leader in underwriting, 
structuring, and sales and trading across all asset classes, including equities, corporate 
bonds, government and agency bonds, asset-backed and mortgage-backed securities, 
syndicated loans, structured and futures products. CIB provides cash management, 
treasury, trade finance, custody, clearing, depository receipt, agency trust services, and 
fund services to financial institutions, corporations, and governments that have assets and 
business in multiple countries and require integrated reporting and management. 
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The Global Wealth Management division at Citigroup comprises three of the most 
respected brands in wealth management: The Citigroup Private Bank, Smith Barney and 
Citigroup Investment Research. Global Wealth Management is a top-tier global wealth 
manager providing some of the best institutional capabilities available today. Serving 
both private and institutional clients, Global Wealth Management taps the strength and 
resources of Citigroup to maximize value and service. 
  
The Citigroup Private Bank, one of the largest private banking businesses in the 
world, provides the wealth creators in today's global economy with a full range of 
finance, banking, investment, trust and advisory services through its nearly 470 
private bankers and 290 product specialists in more than 30 countries.  
 
Smith Barney is a leading provider of comprehensive financial planning and 
advisory services to high net worth investors, institutions, corporations and private 
businesses, governments and foundations. With approximately 13,000 financial 
consultants in over 600 offices, Smith Barney offers a full suite of investment 
services, including asset allocation, private investments and lending services, 
hedge funds, cash and portfolio management, as well as retirement, education and 
estate planning to more than 8.8 million client accounts, representing $1.173 
trillion in client assets.  
 
Citigroup Investment Research is a highly respected research unit and comprises 
of more than 300 research analysts in more than 20 locations around the world. 
Citigroup Investment Research covers more than 2,900 companies, representing 
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90 percent of the market capitalization of the major global indices, and provides 
macro and quantitative analysis of global markets and sector trends.  
 
 
Citigroup Alternative Investments delivers a broad offering of alternative investments, 
including hedge funds, credit structures, private equity, real estate, and other private 
placement and special investment opportunities.  
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5. Research Findings 
 
In this section, I will discuss my research findings taken from responses from a focus 
group discussion and my observation during my employment period at Citigroup. The 
key objective of the  Focus Group was to gather employee perceptions of what are the 
possible strategic resources that constitute to sustained competitive advantages of 
Citigroup.  
 
 
5.1. Focus Group Setup 
 
The Focus Group comprised of 8 members from the Singapore and Hong Kong offices. 
To ensure that the setup of the focus group is diversified; the participants are chosen such 
that the sales function, middle office and back operations are adequately represented. In 
addition, participants in a managerial capacity are also included to obtain a better 
representation of the company’s hierarchical structure. The bio data of each member is 
given in Appendix A. The true names of the individuals are withheld for confidentiality 
reasons. Other practical details of the focus group setup are summarized in Table 2.  
 
Date 30 March 2007 
Day Friday 
Time 12pm – 2pm 
Venue Office Building, 8th floor Meeting Room 
Room Size 6 seatings 
Room Layout Round table with 6 chairs 
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Room Facilities Whiteboard, Speaker Phone, LAN connection 
Number of Participants 9 participants – 4 onsite (including myself), 5 dialing in via 
teleconference 
Name of Participants Shay – host and moderator 
Ron – Technology Project Manager 
Hazel – Business Admin Manager, Indonesia Team 
Amos – Associate Banker, Singapore Team 
Kris – Associate Banker, Hong Kong Team 
Joanne – Business Analyst, Securities Operations (SG) 
Linda – Business Analyst, Service Delivery Center (HK) 
Daniel – Analyst, Investments (SG) 
Mike – Business Analyst, Accounts Opening Department (SG) 
 
Table 2: Details of Focus Group Discussion 
 
The Focus Group discussion kicked off with establishment of ground rules and  discussion 
agenda. To ensure honest and truthful participation, confidentiality was stressed to 
encourage participants to speak freely. Some of the ground rules communicated include: 
 
1. Discussion minutes during the meeting will be kept confidential within the Focus 
Group 
2. Equal weightage to all participants regardless of ranks  
3. Active participation to agree/disagree at any time 
4. No correct or wrong answers 
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When the onsite group had settled in the meeting room and the respective teleconference 
participants had dialed in, I set forth to do a formal introduction of the focus group. While 
the Group is familiar with each other because of their individual interactions in daily 
work and various projects involvement; nevertheless, I made a formal introduction of 
each member of the Focus Group and emphasized the diverse nature of the group 
makeup, with representatives from different business lines and hierarchy. 
 
 
5.2. Focus Group Discussion 
 
I started off the agenda with an introduction of the research topic and explained the 
concept of strategic resources using the RBV framework and how this translates to 
sustained competitive advantages for the company. I proceeded with how a qualitative 
approach through the focus group can provide an in-depth and interpreted understanding 
of the surroundings by learning about people’s experiences, perspectives and histories. 
Lastly, I sought to gather the participants’ perception of what constitutes to strategic 
resources of the company.  
 
Q. As one of the stakeholders of Citigroup, I would like to hear your views on what you 
think are the resources which differentiate the company from its competitors. What is the 
key difference between us that the competitors do not have and cannot replicate?  
 
H. I think one of the key differences that we hear so often is our customer service. At 
times, we really stretch our resources in order to fulfill the customers’ needs. We received 
a number of accolades from all over the world in recognition of our customer service. 
This has been one of Citigroup’s pillars of strength all these years. 
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A. Yes, I agree and to add on, I believe this is because of our company’s culture to value 
the customer relationship more than just transactional. From a holistic point of view, we 
will probably barely break-even at the moment in time for the additional services that we 
do for the clients. However, in the longer term, we do get more business from them. 
 
K. A large part of the customer service also goes down to the fact that the company 
probably has the widest range of product offerings in view of its global reach. We are 
able to cater to clients products which the competitors cannot offer. 
 
R. Part of the reason why this is made possible is because of our technological edge. It is 
also a well know fact amongst the banking industry that Citigroup has one of the most 
advanced technology know-how. We spend so much on technology and naturally, we are 
in the forefront of many of these new technology advances. 
 
D. We are highly innovative. Not just in terms of technological breakthroughs but in our 
product offerings as well. We are constantly improving our product mix and launching 
new products to capture the market requirements. Our speed-to-marketing is probably one 
of the fastest in the industry.  
 
R. Which explains why the industry often describes Citibank as “shooting first, then aim”. 
 
J. We are always constantly on the move. Citibank is very fast paced. What the 
competitors try to do, we always attempt to do so at half the time with half the resources. 
The staffs here are really stretched.  
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M. It really goes down to the people in this organization. The company pays well to get 
the best qualified and they expect a lot from you. The interesting observation here is the 
willingness of the company to employ people from other industries so that it can tap on 
their experiences from their previous companies and challenge the norm here.  
 
H. The organization encourages the individual to make changes to existing process and 
procedures to improve efficiency and increase effectiveness. It has a higher threshold for 
mistakes compared to other banks. 
 
L. It is an organization that is always in a flux. There is never a period of stability. The 
changes are so frequent that the only thing constant here is change. My department had 
undergone through three restructuring ever so I joined two year ago.  
 
H. The company is always constantly on the lookout for new opportunities in terms of 
inorganic growth. There have been multiple mergers and acquisitions since I joined the 
organization five years ago. 
 
I concluded the discussion, thanking everybody for their feedback and time. 
 
 
5.3. Participant Observation  
 
This section of my research findings is based on participant observation of my work 
environment and fellow colleagues over the last 9 months of employment in Citigroup. 
These observations were mostly recorded during my day-to-day interface with the various 
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functions in the organization through formal and informal settings. Significant insights 
were also gathered in my job as a project manager during the project planning and 
implementation stages. 
 
One of my early observations in my period of employment is the wide usage of 
technology within the organization. Citigroup develops its internal IT platforms and as 
such, there are immerse resources committed to technology. The structure of the 
organization itself amplifies this fact whereby technology staff probably made up half of 
the operations employment, including contractors and outsources. There are multiple in-
house systems developed over the years to aid the daily mundane work and new IT 
projects are continuously being developed. The investment in technology is huge with 
3.762 billion in 2006 reported according to the 2007 financial report. 
 
The company encourages new ideas and breeds innovation. The company is quick to 
embrace any possible improvements to processes and procedures. Project and product 
development is the common norm in Citigroup. From the front liners to the back office, 
the staff is constantly looking at new products to cater to the fast changing environment 
or new systems to support new process flows. This is evident in the many technological 
breakthroughs like the world’s first biometric credit card in Singapore and the first 
biometric ATM in India launched in 2006. In August 2006, in order to gain greater 
market share amongst the heartlanders in Singapore, Citibank Singapore started a first by 
tying up with the public transportation company to provide a credit cum cashcard to the 
public. This enabled the company to reach out to the consumer base of above two million. 
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Citibank has a unique employment policy which recruits people from other industries or 
disciplines. An example is Jonathan Larsen, Chief Executive of Citibank Singapore, who 
graduated from Melbourne University with a degree in art history and literature, and a 
thesis in Elizabethan poetry. The primarily aim is to encourage its employees to challenge 
the existing processes and procedures so improvements can be made. They encourage 
challenging the norm which probably sits in well with the fact that innovation and  
creativity are appreciated in the bank. Many of my current colleagues are from various 
industries and they bring along their wealth of experiences in their previous jobs to the 
bank.  
 
Another key observation here on the work ethnics is the fact that Citibankers are 
generally driven and result-oriented people who likes to push themselves to the limit. 
Whether this is an intrinsic nature which all potential employees must possesses or a core 
company value which is inculcated in the staff, we will not be exp loring in this paper due 
to its irrelevance. 
 
Being customer focus is probably one of the key strengths of Citigroup. Year after year, 
top accolades are awarded from all around the world for customer service. This can be 
observed in the daily operations within the organization. The focus on customer service 
permeates from the top management to all levels of the organization. The people in the 
organization are fully committed to serving the clients by ensuring all promises are 
delivered timely.  Trainings are continually being conducted on the importance of 
customer satisfaction. 
 
33 
   
Citigroup is an organization that is in continual flux. While the mainstay structure is in 
place, the rules of engagement are continually being changed. In my nine months of 
employment, my department had already undergone three restructuring. This probably 
also explains why the processes and procedures are changed regularly. A day’s work in 
Citibank is an exploration and you will uncover new things everyday. Nobody has a 
complete grasp of the organization outside the department he / she is in.  
 
The management empowers the staff and encourages initiative. This is partly due to the 
fact that the company is moving at such a fast pace that a lot of people are overwhelmed 
by their daily work. Hence, being proactive  is a virtue, albeit often required, in order to 
get the information that you need to do your work. A fellow colleague’s comment 
promptly summed up the sentiment “In Citibank, there is no structured handling and 
taking over - you’re the one in charge. You have to build your network from day one and 
create work for yourself.”  
 
The concept of “meritocracy”, that is, pay and promotions are not linked to seniority but 
to performance. The company places great emphasis on results and the management is 
quick to reward. There are numerous reward systems in place to drive results. Instant 
gratification rewards and recognition rewards are given out on a regular basis to 
encourage individuals. Promotions are made on a meritocracy basis and double rank 
promotions within a year are not unheard of. This is probably what drives the individual 
to perform above his/her ability. 
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6. Identifying Strategic Resources 
 
Upon reviewing the key research findings from the focus group discussion and participant  
observation as well as using data from research papers and public information, there are 
four key firm attributes namely technology, globalization, people and culture that I have 
identified as possible strategic resources that contributed to the SCA of Citigroup. In this 
section, I will give a brief description of these identified attributes upon which we will 
examine the “strategic-ness“ of these attributes using the framework proposed earlier in 
the literature review in the next section. 
 
6.1. Technology 
 
Shukla (1997) noted that Citicorp was the first bank to use information technology as a 
competitive weapon. Citicorp’s incursions into information technology were in the field 
of the related technologies of data processing, telecommunications, office and 
professional systems (MIS), decision support and production control. Accordingly to 
some researchers: “On a scale of 1 to 10, when it comes to willingness to invest in 
technology-based business ventures, Citibank is a 10 – and few others score higher than 
a 7.”  
 
Rogers (1992) also commented Citicorp‘s heavy emphasis on technology. The extent to 
which financial services was a set of information- intensive businesses, requiring an 
advanced electronic communication technology capability.  
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Technology would probably be at the top of the list with regards to identifying sources of 
SCA. With expenditure spend of 3.762 billion in 2006 and similar amounts in the prior 
years consistently; this speaks volume of the company’s emphasis on management of 
information.  
 
As one of the participants in the focus group puts it that “…well know fact amongst the 
banking industry that Citigroup has one of the most advanced technology know-how. We 
spend so much on technology and naturally, we are in the forefront of many of these new 
technology advances.” 
 
 
6.2. Globalization 
 
“We process 1.9 billion transactions each week, or 100 billion a year, and we run 3.6 
million batch jobs. Global Transaction Services moves $3 trillion a day on our systems 
and platforms and networks.” - Kevin Kessinger, Chief Operations & Technology 
Officer: 
 
Citicorp, one of the true conglomerates of American banking, has pursued a consistent 
strategy since 1950s, reflecting in many aspects an earlier strategy from the 1890s, when 
it evolved from being a personal and more specialized bank to being what its 
spokespeople often referred to as an all-around bank. This strategy has been one of 
diversification, providing a comprehensive array of financial services and committing 
substantial resources to multiple promising activities. This strategy has been generally 
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referred to as the supermarket approach of the all-purpose financial intermediary (Roger, 
1992). 
 
As reiterated by one participant: “The company is always constantly on the lookout for 
new opportunities in terms of inorganic growth. There have been multiple mergers and 
acquisitions since I joined the organization five years ago.” 
 
Today, Citigroup operates in more than one hundred countries with numerous locations, 
having added another 1165 new branches into its already huge arsenal of distribution 
points in 2006. In 2006, Citigroup acquired strategically important stakes in Housing 
Development Finance Corporation Limited (12.3%), Akbank (20%), and Guangdong 
Development Bank (20%); and announced the acquisitions of Grupo Financiero Uno, 
Grupo Cuscatlán, Quilter, and, early in 2007, ABN AMRO Mortgage Group, and Egg 
Banking plc. In April 2007, Citigroup completed a successful takeover bid for Nikko 
Cordial for $10.7 billion.  
 
6.3. People 
 
Citigroup history had been hallmarked with strong leaders from its humble beginnings as 
a small New York City bank to a global conglomerate it is today. Visionary leaders such 
as James Stillman who transformed the company from a small bank to the country’s 
leading financial institution from 1891 to 1920s; to George Moore and later Thomas 
Wilcox, who extended Citigroup shores beyond the geographical boundaries of America 
to the world in the 1960s to 1980s. Lastly, John Reed revolutionized banking operations 
and products while leveraging on information technology in the 1980s to 2000. 
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Throughout the history of Citigroup, it had recruited new, younger group of talented, 
high-achieving people, many with advanced degrees from the time of Moore to Reed 
where it had recruited people from the top business schools and Wall Street (Rogers, 
1992). Reed once remarked: “Our global human capital may be as important a resource, 
if not more important, than our financial capital.” (Barnet & Cavanagh, 1994) 
 
Citibankers are similar in one way. They are competitive, action-oriented and 
individualistic. They are invariably talented and high-achieving people with extraordinary 
energy who were attracted and recruited precisely because of their good fit with the  
culture. Citicorp often hires above its baseline requirements (Shukla, 1997). The emphasis 
on the recruitment philosophy to hire the best for the job and the competitive traits of 
Citibankers are also observed during my employment period.  
 
One of the more obvious competitive advantages that Citigroup had over its competitors 
is its customer service. The organization received numerous accolades since its 
foundation and more recently, it continued its status as one of the favored banks. To a 
certain extent, we can argue that the customer service can be attributed to a combination 
of resources since it can also be an outcome of Citigroup’s globalized offerings, 
technology and culture etc. However, for the purpose of this paper, I would classify this 
competitive advantage as an outcome of people being the strategic resource. The people 
are the movers of the organization, the “creativeness” behind many of the new, innovative 
products and the contact points for Citigroup’s customers - service received is the direct 
consequence of the people who can make the difference between a good or bad client 
experience.  
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The people as a strategic resource in this paper would include not just the leaders who 
make critical decisions regarding the organization’s future but likewise the lower 
echelons of the organization that comes into contact with the market daily. 
 
 
6.4. Culture 
 
This section looks a combination of organization traits - as these traits are interdependent 
and contribute to the overall culture of the organization as a whole - we seek to explore 
this resource collectively. The RBV suggests that firms’ resources drive value creation 
via the development of competitive advantage (Ireland, Hitt & Sirmon, 2007). However, 
merely possessing such resources do not guarantee the development of competitive 
advantages or the creation of value (Barney & Arikan, 2001). To realize value creation, 
firms must accumulate, combine, and exploit resources (Grant, 1991). Based on Stalk, 
Evans and Shulman (1992) definition of the term capabilities to describe these firm 
attributes that will enable firm to coordinate and exploit its other (both physical and 
intangible) resources, I have identified the key capabilities primarily as innovation, 
challenging the norm and meritocracy based on the focus group discussion, my personal 
observation and research papers.  
  
Citigroup encourages risk-taking, initiative and innovativeness; managers are generally 
rewarded with pay increases and promotions for their creative efforts. But, 
simultaneously, it is also a system-driven result-oriented organization that allows for no 
excuses, or qualitative rationalizations of failures. In many ways, Citicorp is a 
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hierarchical organization. Asking the managers to take hard decisions about their 
subordinates’ performance encourages them to play god with them (Shukla, 1997). This 
probably reflects my observation whereby double promotions within a year are not 
uncommon. 
 
As one participants puts it: “The organization encourages the individual to make changes 
to existing process and procedures to improve efficiency and increase effectiveness. It has 
a higher threshold for mistakes compared to other banks.” 
 
It is against this organization structure that Citigroup operates in which we will analyze 
whether this constitutes to a strategic resource. 
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7. Framework Analysis 
 
In this section, I endeavor to review these resources identified under section 6 collectively 
as to whether they are strategic based on the proposed framework since they overlap to 
each other to a certain extent. 
 
 
7.1. Valuable 
 
With the immense investment in Technology, there is no doubt that Citigroup views it as 
an important strategic resource. The fact that technology is used as a platform for 
Citigroup’s global operations help to contribute to the generation of rents. Its transaction-
processing businesses –for example, cash management, and global custody and 
investment banking, including the development of many new products- and its strengths 
as a global securities trader have all been technology-driven (Rogers, 1992). Citicorp’s 
automated teller machines (ATMs) have facilitated the successful expansion of its 
branches around the world. Its stated intention to “wire the world” undoubtedly drove it 
to develop its technological capability well beyond what most of its banking competitors 
had done. This would have satisfied the “Valuable “criteria in our framework.  
 
In 2006, the international business of Citigroup contributed 44% of its total revenue based 
on the 2007 financial report. The contribution of the international business to Citigroup’s 
bottomline is a whopping 9.328 billions in 2006. As a result of the company’s global 
network, the company is able to offer products on a global scale using its global platform. 
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This would no doubt generated income both domestically as well as internationally and 
henceforth satisfying the “Valuable“ criteria in our framework.  
 
Citigroup’s human resource policies have been critical to its success. It went out of its 
way to recruit the most talented and aggressive people it could find, and its success in this  
regard was widely acknowledged in the industry. Consultants and executive searchers 
often commented that Citicorp bankers were among the best that they had seen (Rogers, 
1992). As one participant commented: “We are always constantly on the move. Citibank 
is very fast paced. What the competitors try to do, we always attempt to do so at half the 
time with half the resources. The staffs here are really stretched.” The fact that Citibank 
is able to push out new products or provide superior customer service is largely due to its 
staff. They are driven individuals who push themselves to the limit to get the results. 
While a large of portion of the success can also be attributed to technology or the 
company’s culture, the efforts of the individuals cannot be ignored. The human resource 
is just as important in executing this success and pushing the “limits”. In this aspect, they 
are valuable since they help to generate rents for the organization. 
 
 
Over the years, fast-paced innovativeness has become institutionalized in Citicorp, 
enabling the company to successfully deal with the discontinuities of environmental 
changes. One distinctive feature of Citicorp is the way in which it accommodates, builds 
in, and encourages diversities, deviations and internal contradictions (Shukla, 1997). 
Against such a culture, the staff is encouraged to challenge the norm and is well-rewarded 
for the results. It is the innovation and ability to challenge the norm that distinguishes 
Citigroup from the rest of the competitors and enables Citigroup to offer a faster 
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turnaround for products launch before the competitors anticipates the market demand. 
This is evident from the numerous accolades Citigroup receives from all around the world 
as observed during my employment period and is also in line with one of our participants’ 
observation that “We are highly innovative. Not just in terms of technological 
breakthroughs but in our product offerings as well. We are constantly improving our 
product mix and launching new products to capture the market requirements. Our speed-
to-marketing is probably one of the fastest in the industry.” In fact, during the 1980s, the 
rate of innovation was so high, that fifty percent of the bank’s earnings were coming from 
services that had not existed five years earlier (Shukla, 1997). In this aspect, the resource 
is “Valuable”. 
 
 
7.2. Rare 
 
To consider the resource as “Rare” would require that only relatively very few existing 
firms that have control over this resource (Barney, 1991). Cit icorp may be the only bank 
with its own internal technology product development subsidiary (Rogers, 1992). And 
considering the amount of investment that Citigroup commits on a yearly basis, this 
resource would have been considered rare. 
 
During the focus group discussion, one of the participants said: “… large part of the 
customer service also goes down to the fact that the company probably has the widest 
range of product offerings in view of its global reach. We are able to cater to clients 
products which the competitors cannot offer.” On one hand, Citigroup is able to offer 
more global products to its existing clients as compared to its competitors while on the 
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other, it is able to facilitate the overseas transactions which spans across the globe within 
seconds via its technological platforms. With locations spanning more than 100 countries, 
the client can conduct his /her transactions from any part of the world, in any part of the 
world i.e. a client would be able to move his cash deposits from US to Mexico from 
Singapore. This would have been possible with the competitors as well but certainly not 
in the same extent as what Citigroup can offer in terms of its global reach and this 
resource would have been considered rare. 
 
 
Unlike many other organizations, Citigroup recruits people from diverse background. 
Accordingly to Braddock (the individual banking chief): “All the recruiting starts from 
the view that we are a different business from a tradition bank. The skills required to 
make it successful are also different, more oriented to management and marketing” 
(Shukla, 1992). This is consistent with the participant observation of “the willingness of 
the company to employ people from other industries so that it can tap on their 
experiences from their previous companies and challenge the norm here.” The practice is 
unique within the banking industry where crossovers amongst banks are generally more 
common for competitors. It is rare for a bank to hire a non-banker in management except 
for Citigroup where many of them came from the sales and marketing segments of 
consumer goods industries (Rogers, 1992). In this aspect, the resource would be 
considered “rare” indeed. 
 
Citibank’s culture can be broadly described as innovative, meritocratic and challenging 
the norm. Most competitors do subscribe to such a culture to a certain extent but probably 
not to such extremes as Citigroup. One underlying theme that several Citicorp managers 
44 
   
suggested might be driving some of this culture is the bank’s traditional antiestablishment 
mentality. Throughout its history, it has been an aggressive feisty institution that was 
competing with the so-called blue bloods. On headquarters staff person explained: “This 
was never really the establishment bank. It was founded in 1812 by businessmen who had 
not been well served by Hamilton’s bank. And an outsider thread runs through its 
history” (Rogers, 1992). According one insider: “This place is organized chaos. We 
started with a lot of things and only ten to twenty percent of them survive. A lot don’t 
work out. A lot of other companies with a more rigorous management style wouldn’t 
allow that. But around here, we build things, blow them up, then start again” (Shukla, 
1997). This is reiterated by one of the participants: “It is an organization that is always in 
a flux. There is never a period of stability. The changes are so frequent that the only thing 
constant here is change. My department had undergone through three restructuring ever 
so I joined two year ago.” Such a culture would have been classified as rare indeed.  
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7.3. Inimitable 
 
At hindsight, it may seem that competitors are able to imitate Citigroup’s technology 
resource. However, given the headstart which Citigroup had over the past three decades 
when it first embarked on using technology as a competitor weapon in 1970s, it would 
require the competitor to invest heavily to reach the technological pinnacle of Citigroup  
and this would probably set the competitor with a huge cost disadvantage as described by 
Barney (1991); henceforth satisfying the “Inimitable” criteria.   
 
 
Citigroup started on its global incursion from 1891 under the leadership of James 
Stillman know as the “Stillman Era” from a small New York City bank to become the 
country’s leading financial institution. A turning point came in the appointment of in 
1957 of two entrepreneurially oriented insiders, George Moore and Thomas Wilcox, to 
head the overseas and New York branch divisions. The modern history of the bank that is 
now Citicorp began at that time. It has been a history of tremendous expansion, first 
internationally, under the leadership of Moore and Walter Wriston, and then domestically, 
through the consumer bank which itself later became global (Rogers, 1992). To achieve 
what Citibank had accomplished over the past century would require the competitors to 
invest heavily in their global expansion. This is the concept of “time compression 
diseconomies” as proposed by Dierickx and Cool (1989). They might need to “compress” 
the time taken to build these resources most of the time so as to be economical to them 
and as Barney (1991) had pointed out that the ability of a firm to obtain a resource is 
dependent upon unique historical conditions. The competitors would probably not be able 
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to duplicate the multiple of mergers and acquisition that Citigroup had undergone in the 
past century since such corporate restructuring opportunities do not occur regularly and 
are dependent on historical conditions. Henceforth, this resource will not be perfectly 
imitable. 
 
 
It is without a doubt that Citibankers are highly regarded in the banking industry. In this 
aspect, they are constantly being sought after by the competitors. In my employment 
period, there have been numerous resignations since I joined the company nine months 
ago. At first, it may seem that competitors are able to imitate the resource by recruiting 
Citibankers. However, when we take a holistic approach to the strategic resource in 
review - given Citigroup constant state of flux and as per my observation where “nobody 
has a complete grasp of the organization outside the department he / she is in”, it is 
unlikely that this resource can be perfectly imitated. This is a case of causal ambiguity 
where the link between the resources controlled by a firm and a firm’s sustained 
competitive advantage is not understood or understood only very imperfectly (Barney, 
1991). At first, it may seem unlikely that a firm with a sustained competitive advantage 
will not fully understand the source of that advantage. However, given the very complex 
relationship between firm resources and competitive advantage, such an incomplete 
understanding is not implausible. The resources controlled by a firm are very complex 
and interdependent. Often, they are implicit, taken for granted by managers, rather than 
being subject to explicit analysis (Nelson & Winter, 1982; Polanyi, 1962; Winter, 1988). 
As such, it would be inimitable to recreate the human resource in Citigroup. 
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The culture that distinguished Citigroup from the rest of the competitors is unique. In this 
context, causal ambiguity exists when the link between the resources controlled by the 
firm and a firm’s sustained competitive advantage is not understood or understood only 
very imperfectly (Barney, 1991). The capabilities that Citigroup had developed over the 
years leveraged on their other existing strategic and non-strategic firm resources. To 
imitate these capabilities would also require competitors to acquire the same strategic 
resources i.e. globalization, technology etc identified earlier. Even then, the 
understanding of how the capabilities leveraged on the other firm resources may not be 
fully understood. Barney (1991) noted that why a firm’s resources may be imperfectly 
imitable is that they may be very complex socially phenomena, beyond the ability of 
firms to systematically manage and influence. This is especially so for the case of 
company culture. In such cases, the ability of other firms to imitate these resources is 
significantly constrained. This is the case for the organization structure where the 
attributes are socially complex and the culture not easily understood (Barney, 1989b) 
leading to imperfect imitation. 
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7.3.1. Organized 
 
As observed during my employment period, the organization uses and involves 
technology in their daily work improvement processes. Development of IT projects is 
always ongoing to assist the organization towards greater efficiency and effectiveness. 
With such emphasis on leveraging of technology to increase productivity, it is without 
doubt that the organization is built around this resource from the front office to the back 
operations. With a highly diversified and global organization like Citigroup, it becomes a 
necessity for the staff to leverage on the strengths of the technological edge in order to 
capitalize on the company’s worldwide platform.  
 
 
 
The organization is well poised to take advantage of the company’s global position and 
product offerings. With technology identified as a strategic resource earlier, the company 
utilizes this platform to provide a comprehensive global offering to the consumer. It is 
able to present itself as a world stage for a consumer who would be interested in the 
global market. It is able to conduct transactions anywhere across the globe 24 hours a 
day, 7 days a week. This would have satisfied the “Organized” criteria for both 
technology and globalization. 
 
 
Shukla (1997) noted that Citicorp nurtures talents and allows them to bypass others and 
jump rungs. The practice of meritocracy goes beyond mere compensation and promotion. 
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The organization makes conscious efforts to seek out and support high-track talent. High-
flyers are identified early in their careers and get special attention for development. 
However, this does not actually amount to the building up or a culture of haves and have-
nots, which separates the blue-eyed boys from the lesser mortals. Rather, the opportunity 
to create one’s unique career path is open to anyone who aspires after it. The philosophy 
of encouraging individualistic initiative influences the bank’s recruitment as well. 
Citicorp often hires above its baseline requirements. It expects the working together of so 
many over-achievers will create new jobs and opportunities for them as well as the bank. 
Job changes and horizontal movements are popular and frequent across levels, partly 
because people are expected to create their own niches. Hence, Citigroup fulfils the 
“Organized” criteria for people as a strategic resource. 
 
 
Citicorp culture provides enormous autonomy to take initiative. Instead of large 
departments, in which one may become an anonymous figure, the bank is organized as 
small, more or less autonomy “enclaves”, providing enough opportunity for individual 
action. In addition, Citigroup attracted talented people from the outside and encouraged 
them to develop new products, with the bank’s financial and moral support. This means 
setting up a highly decentralized, loose organization of multiple profit centers, reflecting 
the philosophy that good new ideas rise from the market level. Entrepreneurship and risk 
taking were highly valued. The diversity contributes much to the state of perpetual 
dynamic instability which characterizes Citicorp. In fact, the organization actively and 
consciously encourages this disequilibrium (Shukla, 1997).  This would have satisfied the 
“organized” criteria for the strategic resource “Culture”. 
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7.4. Durable 
 
In an interview with Kevin Kessinger, Chief Operations & Technology Officer: “In some 
ways, Citigroup looks like a technology company disguised as a financial services 
company. It has been estimated that we store more data in our data centers than a search 
engine company like a Google. We have one of the largest private networks in the world. 
We would be ranked as one of the largest software production houses, if measured as a 
stand alone, even against companies the size of Microsoft, in terms of technologists and 
the lines of programming code supported.”  
 
This probably sums up the top management’s view on the importance of technology. 
Citicorp puts a high premium on information inputs from clients to learn more about them 
(and its own financial business performance). It leverages its isolated instances of 
knowledge resources into innovative and competitive strategies, products and services 
(Shukla, 1997). Huge amount of resources are committed to developing its internal 
platform yearly. Three decades had gone pass since Citigroup started investing in 
technology and the customer database buildup is enormous. This information is valuable 
with great learning opportunities such as assessing consumers’ behavior on bad debts 
which translates to the company’s risk management in loans or credit. Similarly, by 
studying the changing consumer consumption patterns will enable the bank to cater to 
new product offerings in anticipation with market environment changes with consumer 
risk appetites. With the boom of the internet and technological breakthroughs in recent 
years, the importance of technology as a strategic resource will henceforth be even more 
critical in the future – hence satisfying the “Durable” criteria.  
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As one participant puts it: “The company is always constantly on the lookout for new 
opportunities in terms of inorganic growth. There have been multiple mergers and 
acquisitions since I joined the organization five years ago.” 
 
Throughout the history of Citigroup, it has relentlessly pursued a strategy of growth and 
diversification. There had been numerous mergers and acquisitions in its bid to become a 
global player.  
 
Rogers (1992) noted that “if developing a highly diversified, full-service, supermarket 
strategy is one effective way of adapting, Citicorp is a premier example ... it has 
relentlessly pursued a strategy of growth and diversification ... It is the most global of all 
U.S banks ... with a huge array of retail and wholesale products.”   
 
The company truly sees globalization as key to its growth. Citicorp has pursued an 
intensively global strategy and has maintained its presence around the world. At a time 
when banking has become increasing globalized, and when the needs of Citicorp’s 
multinational, corporate customers who are doing business on an increasing global basis, 
this is an important advantage (Shukla, 1997). Globalization would have withstood 
“Durable” as criteria. 
 
 
In a service industry, the environmental changes can be fast and furious. To adapt to these 
changes will requiring quick reactions from the company to the  market. Any company, in 
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order to be successful, would have to be close to the market. By doing so, it would then 
be able to anticipate changes and cater to the needs of the market before any other 
competitors can do so. To achieve that, the people within the organization would be key. 
They are in constant contact with the market daily whether in the front office or back 
office and hence, they would be in the best position to feedback and seek out 
opportunities with any market changes. In addition, service industry is almost 
synchronous with customer service. Superior customer service is important for the 
company’s sustained competitive advantage  and Citigroup is quick to acknowledge the 
point. Customer focus is not new to Citicorp. It has been part of the bank’s strategy for 
nearly a century. A part of its mission statement reads: “Our financial objective is to build 
shareholder value though.. a continued commitment to building customer-oriented 
business worldwide”. The people of the organization play a pivotal role in anticipating 
and reacting to market changes. They are also the point contact for providing superior 
customer service to the customers. Henceforth, people as a strategy resource will 
withstand the longevity of time and hence “durable”. 
 
 
In a fast changing market of internet and technological world, the speed to market is ever 
more important. Fast turnaround times are required. The market is no longer constrained 
within geographical boundaries but beyond. This is the new era of the creation of a single 
global market with technology as an enabler. The world is being “wired up” and 
innovation and creativity is required in the “new revolut ionary” global market. The 
competing stage is a single global market; to have a sustainable competitive advantage is 
to innovate and create new products which appeals to the global market. These 
capabilities are crucial to the new era of technology and global market. These capabilities 
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which are identified are essential to Citigroup in order to exploit the market in the long 
run. Citicorp’s strategy for countering environmental turbulences has been to pre-empt 
changes. Instead of reacting and adapting to environmental changes, it experiments and 
proactively enacts and creates an environment for itself (and often for others). It has 
always taken initiative in offering innovative services and financial options, and has 
succeeded because these offerings were designed to meet customer needs (Shukla, 1997). 
The company (and its culture) is hence “durable’ in the new global market. 
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8. Extension to RBV approach 
 
There have been criticisms of the RBV of being a static analysis and does not provide 
guidance to managers as to how to combine, process and leverage strategic resources to 
create value. Current criticisms of the RBV approach include oversight of dynamism, 
environmental contingencies and managers’ role in creation of competitive advantages. 
Therefore, the RBV requires further elaboration to explain the link between the 
management of resources and the creation of value. To fully understand this linkage, the 
effects of a firm’s external environment on managing resources need to be examined 
(Bettis & Hitt, 1995). Priem and Butler (2001) have argued that previous work on the 
RBV has not provided information on how resources are used to create a competitive 
advantage. Additionally, Barney and Arikan (2001) have suggested that past research on 
the RBV assumes that the actions necessary to exploit resources are self-evident when 
they are not. Castanias and Helfat (2001) argued that “the skills of top management 
combined with other firm assets and capabilities jointly have the potential to generate 
rent”. These statements suggest that possessing valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-
substitutable resources is a necessary but insufficient condition for value creation. Indeed, 
value is created only when resources are evaluated, manipulated, and deployed 
appropriately within the firm’s environmental context (Lippman & Rumelt, 2003). 
 
Sirmon et al (2007) in his paper seeks to address these concerns by developing a model 
depicting the process of managing resources with the intention of creating value. An 
important contribution of this work is situating the management of resources within the 
environmental context, thereby integrating the RBV, which has been focused on internal 
firm attributes with theories on a firm’s competitive environment. Value creation is 
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optimized when a firm synchronizes the processes in and between each resource 
management component such that the difference between the firm’s costs and the price 
paid by consumers is optimized. Resource management is the comprehensive process of 
structuring the firm’s resource portfolio, bundling the resources to build capabilities, and 
leveraging those capabilities with the purpose of creating and maintaining value for 
customers and owners. Figure 1 presents the causal flow of the resource management 
model. Based on processes, the model incorporates a temporal dimension. However, 
because the firm must have resources to bundle into capabilities and because capabilities 
must exist for leveraging to occur, the resource management process is at least partially 
sequential in nature. Furthermore, the model incorporates feedback loops allowing 
continuous adaptation for synchronization and fit with the environment. Thus, the 
management of resources is dynamic, with change resulting from adapting to 
environmental contingencies and from exploiting opportunities created by those 
contingencies. Additionally, Table 2 is presented to facilitate identification of and to help 
distinguish the processes noted in the resource management model. 
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Each individual component s of the resource management process is equally important 
and must be synchronized in order to create value. This will mean that the managers are 
required to integrate and balance these individual components in order to optimize value 
creation. Senior management should see the organizations as a system of resources and 
capabilities, developing leveraging strategies that match their capabilities to the market 
and environment. This includes feedbacks at every stage of the resource management 
process so that necessary adjustments are made to ensure balance within the components. 
The managers are required to be involved in each of these stages which include scanning 
the external environment for significant clues about important changes. The external 
feedbacks are important since it affects the management of resources within the 
organization. If an organization fails to create value for the customers to gain a 
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competitive advantage, adjustments are required. The managers will need to evaluate the 
customers’ needs and the capabilities in order to satisfy their wants. The process of 
bundling resources will take place which will require the managers to either enrich the 
existing capabilities or acquire new resources to pioneer new capabilities. These new 
resources can be developed internally or acquired externally; henceforth, creating a 
dynamic organization which is continuously learning and building knowledge. 
 
The organization is also required to respond to competitors’ actions and the level of 
uncertainty in the environment. Swift and significant responses are required if the 
organization senses a threat as a result of competitors’ actions and the organization can 
react by acquiring new resources, pioneering new capabilities or deploying a new 
entrepreneurial leveraging strategy. Likewise, the level of uncertainty in the environment 
will require the organization to react. As the level of uncertainty increases, the firm may 
need to invest in real options in its resource portfolio to maintain the flexibility to 
reconfigure and leverage its capabilities to maintain its competitive advantage. 
 
Lastly, in the process of creating value for the customers in a dynamic environment, 
managers might also be concerned with owner’s and investor’s desires. To create value 
for the owners, the organization must provide quality products to gain competitive 
advantage while managing its resources efficiently. If a firm is not creating adequate 
wealth for its owners, its market capitalization will likely diminish because of the lack of 
demand for the firm’s stock. To create value for owners, the firm must provide quality 
goods to customers to gain a competitive advantage while managing its resources 
efficiently in order to produce necessary returns for the owners (Powell, 2001). 
Capabilities need to be efficient (“tightening”) without the compromise of quality. 
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Tightening helps to avoid agency costs by preventing managerial opportunism in building 
unnecessary or “bloated” capabilities. Coff (1999) notes that establishing a competitive 
advantage does not guarantee wealth creation for owners. Stakeholders (factors of 
production) may appropriate or take substantial amounts of the rents created by the 
advantage. Thus, managers need to balance the need for efficient investments in resources 
with the need to maintain the resources necessary to react flexibly to unexpected changes 
in the dynamic and uncertain external environment.  
 
Henceforth, managers need to be able to acquire, accumulate (develop), and divest (when 
necessary) resources to have the most effective resource portfolio at any given time 
(Makadok, 2001). Managers should also have the skills necessary to bundle resources to 
create effective capabilities. Firms especially need to be able to develop new capabilities, 
in that discontinuous environmental changes can greatly reduce the value of their current 
capabilities. Lei et al. (1996) have suggested that firms should employ a process of 
metalearning to produce these outcomes. Finally, managers should have a repertoire of 
leveraging skills. Such skills include the ability to design appropriate leveraging strategies 
(mobilize capabilities), to create effective coordination routines, to manage knowledge 
development and diffusion, and to be entrepreneurial (identify and exploit opportunities). 
Managers must also effectively manage the feedback and learning processes necessary to 
continuously update capabilities and adjust the resource portfolio and/or the leveraging 
strategies used (Sirmon et al, 2007).  
 
Further works on RBV indicated that the literature has developed into one that addresses 
dynamic capabilities. Teece et al (1997) developed the dynamic capabilities approach, 
which endeavors to analyze the sources of wealth creation and capture by firms. The 
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approach is referred to as “dynamic capabilities’ in order to stress exploiting existing 
internal and external firm-specific competences to address changing environments. The 
approach emphasizes the development of management capabilities, and difficult-to-
imitate combinations of organizational, functional and technological skills. The 
dynamism is crucial for a changing external environment since competencies need to be 
renewed and adjusted constantly. Creative and innovative responses are required for a 
fast-turnaround is required for a highly reactive environment. The management’s role is 
to adapt and change the organizational competencies in order to match the shifting 
requirements of the changing environment and these are closely correlated to the firm’s 
business processes, market positions, and expansion paths. The dynamic capabilities and 
resources approaches see competitive advantage stemming from high-performance 
routines operating ‘inside the firm’, shaped by processes and positions. Path dependencies 
(including increasing returns) and technological opportunities mark the road ahead. As 
the factor markets are not perfect, non tangible such as values, culture and organizational 
experience, distinctive competences and capabilities generally cannot be acquired; they 
must be built. 
 
Some practical criticisms of the RBV approach are reflected in the Teng and Cummings 
(2002) paper where they identified five situations in which certain processes may cause 
seemingly valuable resources and capabilities to lead instead of competitive 
disadvantages for firms. These tradeoffs suggest that managers following the resource-
based view as a guide may focus too narrowly on individual resources and capabilities, 
without adequately appreciating the interactions among multiple resources and 
capabilities and their interactions with the environment. Table 3 below depicts the 
scenarios: 
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9. Conclusion 
 
In this paper, we have selected the use of the RBV approach for our case study and 
discussed how strategic resources can create SCA for an organization under the literature 
review section. Thereafter, we proposed a RBV framework for analyzing Citibank’s 
business. Through the focus group discussion, participant observation and public 
information, we have identified four key resources which are possibly strategic namely: 
Technology, Globalization, People and Culture. Technology is a tangible asset which can 
be broadly described as the IT infrastructure on which Citigroup leverages its other 
strengths or resources. Globalization refers to not just the wide global scale at which 
Citigroup operates in but also the depth of products that Citigroup covers, leveraging on 
its potent IT platform. The people, from the top management down to the cashier in the 
bank, are the heartbeat of the organization. Lastly, the company culture which inculcates 
innovation and creativity as well as encouraging the people to challenge the norm are 
identified as providing the competitive advantages in a ever-changing market. Applying 
the literature framework against the identified resources, we concluded that they satisfied 
the five criteria of “strategic-ness” namely: “Valuable”, “Rare”, “Inimitable”, 
“Organized” and “Durable”.  
 
We have also discussed the concept of how managers can combine the strategic and non 
strategic resources to create value for the firm. We note that the RBV had developed into 
a new paradigm which incorporates dynamic capabilities. The practical limitations of 
RBV approach were also discussed. As the objective and purpose of this paper is to seek 
out strategic resources which contributes to the SCA of Citigroup, we did not elaborate on 
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the resource management process of Citigroup as proposed by the new paradigm of 
dynamic capabilities.  
 
Henceforth using the RBV approach, we conclude that the key strategic resources 
Technology, Globalization, People and Culture enabled Citigroup to maintain its SCA 
over its competitors. Through these strategic resources and other non-strategic resources, 
Citigroup is able to combine and create value for both customers and shareholders alike, 
resulting in SCA which enables the company to consistently outperform its competitors.  
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